An Owner’s Manual for Daily Living #3

‘‘The Fury of Wisdom Scorned’’

Proverbs 1:20-33

Complete this phrase: “Hell hath no fury…” (“…as a woman scorned”). This line, penned by English playwright and poet William Congreve in 1697, has been quoted many times in various settings. In the last half of the opening chapter of Proverbs, Solomon likens Wisdom to a woman…a woman ultimately scorned. And the fury of Wisdom scorned is no laughing matter.

Wisdom’s Straightforward Rebuke


Solomon begins with Wisdom’s straightforward rebuke in verses 20-23,

Wisdom calls aloud in the street, she raises her voice in the public squares; at the head of the noisy streets﻿ she cries out, in the gateways of the city she makes her speech: “How long will you simple ones﻿ love your simple ways? How long will mockers delight in mockery and fools hate knowledge? If you had responded to my rebuke, I would have poured out my heart to you and made my thoughts known to you. 


This picturesque scene reveals much about Wisdom. For one thing, Wisdom does not wait for an audience to come to her; she has a mission both in the home and in public.
 Too often Christians and churches take what I call the “Field of Dreams” approach to winning the lost: “If you build it, they will come.” In fact, throughout the Bible we are told to “go” to the world with God’s truth because the world will not generally “come” to us to hear it!


Furthermore, Wisdom does not sit in an ivory tower or an isolated mountaintop, dispensing nuggets of truth in a soft voice. No, she is right out in the noisy streets, the public squares, and the gateway of the city (where most of the business was transacted in the ancient world). In order to be heard, she “calls aloud,” “raises her voice,” and “cries out.” As one author put it,

Lady Wisdom is no gentle persuader. She shouts, pleads, scolds, reasons, threatens, warns, and even laughs. Pulpit bashing and hell-fire preaching if ever there were! All quite unladylike; and nowadays also quite unfashionable, even frowned upon.


Frankly, that’s not my style. I’m not a pulpit-pounder or hair-raiser when I preach. When I was in Bible college, my homiletics professor believed in two things: preaching without notes, and preaching loudly. I didn’t fare too well on either of those counts!


But I do believe we must be careful not to become too passive and cautious when it comes to declaring the truth. Too often we hesitate from speaking God’s truth because we are afraid that the other person might not appreciate what we have to say, or they may not like us anymore. Preachers fear that people may leave their church if they preach on certain subjects, so they shy away from them and stay with pleasant platitudes that wouldn’t offend a flea. What we don’t realize is that we are not doing our audience any favors by withholding wisdom.


By picturing Wisdom as speaking in the hustle and bustle of the city, Solomon is pointing out that, “the offer of wisdom is to the man in the street, and for the business of living, not to an élite for the pursuit of scholarship.”
 When the book of Proverbs speaks of wisdom, it is not a theoretical or “classroom” wisdom, but wisdom for life. It wants to lead us into successful living.
 Sometimes we hear of certain people with “book smarts” while others possess “street smarts.” This passage tells me that, when the “book” is the Bible, “book smarts” leads to “street smarts,” and you cannot have one without the other.


I mention Wisdom’s straightforward rebuke here, because Wisdom is pointing out something wrong. The Bible often uses the terms “rebuke” and “correction.” I suppose the words are interchangeable, but I define “rebuke” as pointing out something wrong, whereas “correction” is pointing out what is right in its place.


What is wrong here is the condition of Wisdom’s hearers. She mentions three types of people: the simple, the scoffers, and the stupid. What is meant by these three descriptions? Warren Wiersbe writes,

· The simple are naïve people who believe anything but examine nothing. They’re gullible and easily led astray. Proverbs 14:15 states, “A simple man believes anything, but a prudent man gives thought to his steps.”
· The scorners think they know everything and laugh at the things that are really important. While the simple one has a blank look on his face, the scorner wears a sneer. Proverbs 21:24 says, “The proud and arrogant man—’Mocker’ is his name—he behaves with overweening pride.”
· The stupid are people who are ignorant of truth because they’re dull and stubborn. Their problem isn’t a low IQ or poor education; their problem is a lack of spiritual desire to seek and find God’s wisdom. Proverbs 12:1 states, “Whoever loves discipline loves knowledge, but he who hates correction is stupid.” Fools enjoy their foolishness but don’t know how foolish they are! The outlook of fools is purely materialistic and humanistic. They hate knowledge and have no interest in things eternal.

I’m sure that we can all think of people who fit these categories. (Now don’t be pointing at anyone!) Moreover, we can probably all think of times when we ourselves have fit into these categories. 

As Chuck Swindoll admits, 

It’s not so much that we are ignorant, but rather that we are disobedient. More often than not we know what we ought to do. We just, plainly and simply, do not do it. And so our days are often spent having to endure the irksome and painful consequences of going our own way.


This is the difference between true wisdom and stupidity—not our ancestry or our education or our abilities, but our willingness to heed God’s Word. God has consistently hinged the welfare of his people on their listening to his voice, believing his promises and obeying his commands.

Wisdom’s Shameful Rejection


Unfortunately, that has not always been the reaction to God’s Word, as verses 24-25 depict, “But since you rejected me when I called and no one gave heed when I stretched out my hand, since you ignored all my advice and would not accept my rebuke…”

Human history is replete with instances of man shamefully rejecting the wisdom of God. Ever since Adam and Eve rebelled against the Lord’s simple command, this tendency toward snubbing God has been all too characteristic of human behavior. I am reminded of Jesus’ words recorded in Luke 13:34,

O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing!

What makes man’s stubborn refusal so irrational is that God’s commandments and warnings are for man’s good, not for God’s. This is illustrated in a story told by Donald Grey Barnhouse. A small child squeezed past the metal railing that kept spectators six feet from the lions’ cage at the Washington Zoo. When her grandfather ordered her to come out, she backed away teasingly. A waiting lion grabbed her, dragged her into the cage, and mangled her to death. Barnhouse concludes, 

God has given us commandments and principles that are for our good; God never gives us a commandment because He is arbitrary or because He doesn’t want us to have fun. God says, “Thou shalt have no other gods before Me,” not because He is jealous of His own position and prerogatives, but because He knows that if we put anything, anything before Him, it will hurt us. If we understand the principle behind this fact, we can also understand why God chastens us. “Whom the Lord loves, He chastens” (Heb. 12:6). He doesn’t want us to back into a lion, for there is a lion, the devil, seeking whom he may devour.


Our rejection of God’s wisdom may not always be so blatant, but it is still as belligerent. Whether it is mental laziness (not bothering to check out whether something is true or not), intellectual arrogance (no one can tell me anything), or moral stubbornness (I’ll do what I want whether it is wrong or not), we are indeed rejecting God’s wisdom.

Wisdom’s Scathing Response


The fury of Wisdom scorned is found in her scathing response of verses 26-33,

I in turn will laugh at your disaster; I will mock when calamity overtakes you—when calamity overtakes you like a storm, when disaster sweeps over you like a whirlwind, when distress and trouble overwhelm you. Then they will call to me but I will not answer; they will look for me but will not find me. Since they hated knowledge and did not choose to fear the Lord, since they would not accept my advice and spurned my rebuke, they will eat the fruit of their ways and be filled with the fruit of their schemes. For the waywardness of the simple will kill them, and the complacency of fools will destroy them; but whoever listens to me will live in safety and be at ease, without fear of harm.


We might be taken back by this portrait—laughing, mocking, unconcerned with people’s calamity—can this be right? In fact we read in Psalm 2:4, “The One enthroned in heaven laughs; the Lord scoffs at them.” Barnhouse notes,

Perhaps there are those who do not like this picture of God. We must not forget that it is He Himself who has given it to us. The reason that He must turn away from those who will not come in His way is that He must preserve His own holiness.


There is nothing arbitrary, calloused, or hateful in this depiction. God simply allows man to make the choice whether to listen to divine wisdom or not. Every man is free to make his own choices in life, but he is not free to choose the consequences of his choices. God has established certain moral principles in the world. These principles dictate the consequences for every choice.
 In this case, the consequence of rejecting God is ultimate rejection by God.

When we began this series in Proverbs, I mentioned the Hebrew literary device called parallelism, in which one line is related to the next, either as reflecting or contrasting the thought. This passage uses a more complex kind of parallelism called chiastic parallelism. (“Chiastic” comes from the Greek letter chi, which is shaped like an X.) In this format there are four lines of poetry, with an a-b-b-a structure. In this case, Wisdom argues that as the gullible did not respond to her in the time of salvation, she will not respond to them at the time of their judgment. 
 

Consider verses 24 and 28:

24: I call…

you refuse to listen
28: They will call…
I will not answer.


Many times I am asked, “How can a loving God send anyone to a terrible place like Hell?” I answer, “God has done everything imaginable to keep people from a terrible place like Hell…short of taking away their free will. God sends no one to Hell; people send themselves to Hell by rejecting the offer of Heaven. No one will ever be dragged into Heaven by the scruff of their neck, kicking and screaming, ‘I don’t wanna go!’”


Yet how many think that they can reject God’s invitation time and time again, but when trouble comes, they fall to their knees and cry out to Heaven for mercy? I’m not saying that God will never respond to a heartfelt cry to Him, but how many times can a person reject God before God will reject him or her? Isaiah 55:6 states, “Seek the Lord while he may be found.” The phrase “while He may be found” suggests that, if we do not take His invitation seriously, the invitation may cease while we are delaying. In the Parable of the Great Supper, God closed the door on those who spurned His invitation. “Behold, now is the accepted time; behold, now is the day of salvation” (2 Cor. 6:2).
 If we continue to spurn the call of God, He will eventually quit calling. According to Romans one, when man continuously rejects God, God “gives them over” to their own depravity. There is nothing unfair or unjust about this…it is the ultimate justice.


Yet this is scary as well. As the classic preacher J. C. Ryle put it,

You will find no comfort when sick and dying, unless Jesus Christ is your Friend. You will discover, to your sorrow and confusion, that however much men may talk and boast, they cannot do without Christ when they come to their deathbed. You may send for ministers, and get them to read prayers, and give you the sacrament. You may go through every form and ceremony of Christianity. But if you persist in living a careless and worldly life, and despising Christ in the morning of your days, you must not be surprised if Christ leaves you to yourself in your latter end.


Yes, God is loving, gracious, and kind. Yes, He will forgive any and all sin and welcome home any who genuinely come to Him. But He will not be mocked or taken advantage of. His offer of salvation and wisdom for life is available, but that availability has limits. 

One limitation is our lifespan. Once life on earth is over, the chance to choose is passed. Hebrews 9:27 states, “It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment” (kjv). There is no second opportunity after we die.

Another limitation is the patience of God. In Genesis 6:3 God says, “My Spirit will not contend with man forever.” There seems to be a “point of no return” when it comes to God’s grace. Eventually we will turn God away for the last time. But we do not know when that is.


This passage in Proverbs ends on a positive note. Verse 33 declares, “Whoever listens to me will live in safety and be at ease, without fear of harm.” We can live at peace when we listen to God and follow His words. As Philippians 4:9 promises, “Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you.”

But do not wait or put this decision off. Hell hath no fury as Wisdom scorned, but Hell is the destiny of all who do. 
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